"He's not a relation, but I've known him for a long
time and respect him like a brother—an elder brother!"
the mother hastened to add, as though it were wrong of
her to deny being related to Rybin.
She could not find the right words to express her feel-
ing, and this hurt her so that she began to cry again. An
oppressive, expectant silence reigned in the hut. Pyotr
stood with bent head as though listening to something.
Stepan was sitting with his elbows on the table, keeping
up a nervous tapping* His wife was leaning against the
stove, and the mother felt the woman's eyes fastened on
her. The mother herself sometimes glanced into the young
woman's face, an oval face, dark-complexioned, with a
straight nose and a strongly modelled chin. Her greenish
eyes were keen and attentive.
"So he's a friend of yours/' said Pyotr musingly* "He's
got a mind of his own, he has! Sets a high price on him-
self, and that's only fair. What a man, eh, Tatyana? And
you say—"
"Is he married?" interrupted Tatyana, compressing the
lips of her small mouth.
"A widower," said the mother sadly.
"That's why he's so brave," said Tatyana in a deep,
rich voice. "A married man wouldn't choose such a path
—he'd be afraid."
"What about me?" cried Pyotr. "Aren't I marri-
ed?"
"Tut, tut, neighbour," said the woman with a crooked
smile, avoiding his eyes. "What do you do? You just
talk, and sometimes read a book or two. Little good it
does the people for you and Stepan to sit whispering in
some dark corner."
"Lots of people listen to me," protested the muzhik
quietly, piqued by her contempt. "I'm, you might say, like
yeast working here. You shouldn't say that. *.."
Stepan looked at his wife without speaking and drop-
ped his head again.
"Why does a muzhik get married?" asked Tatyana.

